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NIGERIA

The many programmes and the many poor

Social Watch Nigeria1

Despite various attempts to combat poverty through government programmes, 70% of the population
continue to live on less than USD 1 a day. Women face prejudice and traditional practices which limit
their access to credit and land and make it nearly impossible to escape from poverty. The question
now is whether the 5 year-old National Poverty Eradication Programme and the new National Economic
Empowerment and Development Strategy can make real progress or whether these programmes will
also be sabotaged by corruption and over-bureaucratization like others in the past.

Poverty and gender equality
Poverty and gender inequality are inextricably linked
in Nigeria, with both being widespread throughout
the country. Poverty reinforces gender inequality and
gender inequality accentuates poverty. This invari-
ably means that gender equality can be used as a
weapon to tackle poverty and that so long as in-
equality remains widespread, poverty will remain
an intractable obstacle to the achievement of the
international objectives contained in the Copenha-
gen Declaration on Social Development and the
Millennium Development Goals.

Poverty in Nigeria goes beyond living on less
than USD 1 a day. Given the cost of living in the
country, USD 1 (NGN 132.85) is grossly insufficient
to take care of the basic necessities of food, water
and transportation even if we assume that other
necessities such as shelter, clothing, and healthcare
do not require financial resources on a daily basis.
Yet officially 70% of the country’s population live
on less than USD 1 a day.2

Manifestations of poverty
Hunger is the most glaring evidence of poverty in the
country with many people unable to afford a daily
balanced diet. Nigeria’s Human Development Report
indicates that the very poor spend 75% of their total
income on food.3  The United States Agency for In-
ternational Development reports that “Poor nutrition
invariably leads to widespread illnesses and disease,
both made acute by poor health care”.4  Poverty also
manifests itself in lack of access to food and water,

education, adequate health care, adequate housing,
employment and political participation. Poverty
makes it difficult for people to participate effectively
not only in political but also cultural, social, economic
and other activities. Therefore marginalized people
do not contribute to policies and decisions which
shape their lives and communities.

Attempts to tackle poverty
There have been a number of initiatives aimed at tack-
ling poverty. These include the National Poverty Eradi-
cation Programme (NAPEP), the Directorate of Food,
Roads and Rural Infrastructure, the Agricultural Credit
Guarantee Scheme, Better Life for Rural Dwellers,
Operation Feed the Nation and universal primary edu-
cation. The poverty situation referred to above illus-
trates that these and other programmes have failed
to achieve their objectives. Their failures can be at-
tributed to “decades of corruption and mismanage-
ment especially during the military administrations.”5

These “previous poverty reduction programmes did
not reach the poor; they were opportunities to pro-
vide ‘a job for the boys’, distribute patronage, and
promote parochial interests.”6

NAPEP was initiated by the federal Government
in 2000. It coordinates and monitors the activities
of 14 core poverty alleviation ministries and 37 core
poverty alleviation parastatals and agencies. It is the
most ambitious of the programmes to date but is
not fairing any better than its predecessors. The pro-
gramme classifies poverty eradication activities into
four schemes. These are the Youth Empowerment
Scheme (YES), the Rural Infrastructure Develop-
ment Scheme, the Social Welfare Services Scheme
and Natural Resources Development and Conser-
vation Scheme. The most popular of these schemes,
YES, is comprised of the Capacity Acquisition Pro-
gramme and Mandatory Attachment Programme.

The Civil Society Coalition on Poverty Eradica-
tion evaluated the NAPEP in 2003 and observed that
“as with most human institutions, NAPEP came

across as having its own strengths and weaknesses.
Its strengths include a coherent and coordinated
poverty reduction policy, its inherent potential and
actual positive impact on human lives; government
support; international support; and a vigilant civil
society. However, NAPEP suffers a number of weak-
nesses: over-bureaucratization; poor specification
of assets; implementation gap; and a weak bottom-
up participatory approach judged against best prac-
tices and the principles of the PRSP process.”7

The Government’s interest in the programme
appears to be waning as illustrated by its financial
contribution. In 2000, NAPEP was allocated NGN 10
billion (USD 75 million)8  while in 2001 and 2002, its
allocation declined to NGN 5 billion (USD 37 million)
and NGN 2 billion (USD 15 million) respectively. The
programme must also compete not only with other
social spending but also with debt servicing which
represented 12.4% of all exports in 2001.9

A poverty eradication initiative called the Na-
tional Economic Empowerment and Development
Strategy (NEEDS) has also been incorporated into
the country’s new Medium Term Economic Frame-
work 2003-2004. There are several criticisms of the
NEEDS, especially from civil society. It must be ap-
plauded however for its efforts to include the state
and local governments, and its encouragement of
these levels of government to evolve their own pov-
erty eradication strategies which take local circum-
stances into consideration. In the past, lower levels
of government would have been forced to adopt and
implement the federal model.

The goals of the NEEDS are wealth creation,
employment generation, poverty reduction and the
reorientation of values. These goals are meant to
be achieved through the reform of government and
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institutions, growth of the private sector and the
implementation of a social charter which has hu-
man development as its agenda.10  There are tar-
gets attached to these goals including a reduction
in the incidence of poverty, and the creation of a
minimum number of new jobs. The poverty reduc-
tion target is 5% per year, equal to a 25% reduction
by 2007 while the target for job creation is 7 million
by the same year11 . The NEEDS also includes tar-
gets related to social services including raising adult
literacy from its current rate of 57% to 65% and
expanding immunization coverage from 39% to
60%. The access to safe water target is 70%, not
far from the estimated 64.1% of the population
which now have access to this basic need.12

However a year after the launch of the NEEDS
there is no authentic information against which its
success or failure can be judged. This fuels the fear
that the NEEDS is not immune from corruption.
Cases of official corruption are now reported with
disturbing regularity which means that the same
problems that led to the failure of past poverty eradi-
cation programmes are also bedevilling present ef-
forts.13  This is not surprising when one considers
that Nigeria is ranked as the third most corrupt coun-
try on an index which includes 146 countries.14

The gender issue
Men and women play different roles in every soci-
ety. In a patriarchal society such as Nigeria these
differences harm women, which explains why pov-
erty not only affects men and women differently but
affects women more intensely. Women are tradition-
ally expected to perform domestic chores and repro-
ductive activities. For this reason, they are the least
educated and thus more vulnerable to poverty. While
the literacy rate for men in 2002 stood at 74%, it was
only 59% for women.15  In 1997, average net primary
school enrolment was 57% for boys and 44% for
girls while the post primary school enrolment for
1996 was 57% for boys and 47% for girls.16  If em-
ployment is used as an indicator of poverty, women
are also at a disadvantage because there are more

men than women in paid employment and the do-
mestic chores and reproductive activities of the ma-
jority of women are not remunerated. The Interna-
tional Labour Organization measured women’s labour
force participation rate at 48.9% in 1995 as com-
pared to the 87.5% participation rate of men.17

In political participation there is also great dis-
parity between men and women. In appointed posi-
tions, the target of 30% women’s representation has
not been met at any level of government in the coun-
try. The disparity is even wider in elected office. In
the 1999 elections, “of the 11,881 available posi-
tions throughout the country in that year, women
contested only 631. Out of these, a total of 181 po-
sitions were won by women, which came to a mere
1.62% of the total contested positions.”18  In 2003,
three women were elected into the 109 member
Senate - the highest legislative house in the coun-
try - while 21 women were elected into the 360
member House of Representatives.19  These few
women are there to represent the 51% of the popu-
lation that is female - roughly 65 million people.20

Numbers aside, the role of women in society
is vital even if their work generally goes unremu-
nerated. In addition to domestic work women en-
gage in economic activities such as farming and
trading. Even in families where the man is the pro-
verbial bread winner, the income from these ven-
tures subsidizes food and health expenses on a daily
basis. The work of women as homemakers is equally
important. They take care of the elderly, the sick,
the children and the men by cooking food, fetching
water, washing clothes, and cleaning the house,
among other activities. Saddled with these tradi-
tional roles and undermined by discriminatory prac-
tices, it is not surprising that women are the most
impoverished members of society.

Accounting for the disparities
There are several factors responsible for the dis-
parities mentioned above, such as women having
limited access to credit. Since they lack financial
empowerment, they must approach credit facilities
to support their economic activities. However credit
institutions - where available - are reluctant to ex-
tend their services to them. The reluctance stems
from a prejudice that women are bad managers of
funds and would not be able to repay the loan. Those
willing to extend services to women insist on male
guarantors. However many men, because of the
same prejudice, are not eager to play that role.
Moreover, due to lack of information many women
are not aware of when and where credit is available.
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Women’s lack of access to land is another
major contributor to gender disparity. While men
can automatically inherit land from their parents,
wives, and children cultural restraints prohibit
women - in their role as wives, mothers or daugh-
ters - from doing so. Their only option is to pur-
chase land but given their financial handicap, this
is hardly an alternative.

Cultural norms do not only inhibit women from
inheriting land. Traditionally upon the death of her
husband, a widow is dispossessed of all of her hus-
band’s property, which is distributed among the
husband’s male relatives. One state in the country,
Enugu, enacted a law in 2001 forbidding this prac-
tice. However there has been no enforcement of the
law and the practice remains widespread. Other
states and the federal Government carry on as if
they were not aware of the tradition.

The fact that gender is not considered in budget-
ing also contributes to the gender disparity which fu-
els poverty. Policies, programmes, and activities af-
fect men and women differently because of the differ-
ent roles they play in society. These differences should
be taken into consideration when budgets are being
drawn up but unfortunately this does not occur and
budgets remain gender blind. Issues that could im-
prove female enrolment in schools, for example, are
therefore not effectively addressed in budgets.

Even the Constitution contributes to the low
status of women instead of upholding their right to
equal treatment. It leaves much to be desired in
terms of gender equality; even the language of the
Constitution is masculine, with the pronoun “he”
used 235 times mostly to refer to men and women.21

Its other shortcomings include the failure to make
socioeconomic rights enforceable and to make ex-
plicit the age of marriage for women. The Constitu-
tion only contains an inchoate definition of discrimi-
nation in relation to women; it fails to clarify its po-
sition on who is an indigene when women marry
outside of their ethnic group; and it does not ex-
plain the citizenship rights of non-Nigerian men
married to Nigerian women.

Several groups have litigated and undertaken
campaigns and other advocacy strategies to draw
attention to the human rights violations highlighted
in this report. There are also networks which
disaggregate budgets at the various levels of gov-
ernment on the basis of gender. There is consen-
sus among all those working in this field that the
heavy debt burden, both external and internal, con-
stitutes a serious impediment to the capacity of the
Government to provide for the needs of women and
empower them economically. It is generally ac-
cepted, therefore, that it will take the full efforts of
Nigeria and its development partners to improve the
plight of women. ■
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